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Abstract 
The influence of personality on the way people cope with stressful situations has been discussed many times. It has even been 
discussed whether stress-coping styles and personality traits could be confused. In this paper, we examine the relationships 
between coping strategies in stressful situations and personality dimensions, and anxiety and depression. We also study the 
modulating effect of gender, both in the type of coping strategies used, as well as in its relationship with personality. To do this, a 
sample of 274 participants (56% women) completed assessment instruments of stress-coping styles, personality traits, locus of 
control, self-esteem, anxiety, and depression. Correlation analyses and tests of mean differences were carried out. 
In general, differences in coping styles between groups of participants with both high and low levels in different dimensions of 
personality were found. Furthermore, it was observed that gender modulates the coping styles used (for example, although task-
focused coping is used equally by both genders, the emotion-focused coping is used more by women). Considering overall 
measures of coping styles, the results indicate that task-focused coping is used more by participants with low external locus of 
control, high self-esteem, and low anxiety and depression. On the contrary, the emotion-focused coping is used more by 
participants with high external locus of control, low self-esteem, and high depression. However, gender exerts a modulating 
effect on these results. 
Finally, some suggestions are made on assessment of coping styles, for the purpose of supplementing information from the 
questionnaires with other methods (rating scales, etc.). 
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1. Introduction 
Lazarus and colleagues’ model about stress, the so-called Transactional Model of Stress and Coping (Lazarus, 
1966, Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), has been lately the most influential model and the one producing more research 
on stress. Given that stress was considered as a dynamic process linked theoretically to settings, Lazarus only took 
into account some personality dimensions of intermediate stability, such as some motivational (achievement 
motivation) and evolutive aspects, disregarding stable personality traits in stress and coping processes. More 
precisely, Lazarus’ model considers two motivational factors that affect cognitive estimations and coping patterns, 
namely, commitments and beliefs (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Critics of Lazarus’ point of view relative to stable 
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personality traits, indicate that stress research would greatly advance by including these traits. In some cases, this 
relevance is obvious, for instance, stable personality traits would be more explanatory than transitory estimations 
and coping processes in people who are under chronic or recurrent stress that is detrimental to their health (Vollrath, 
2001). 
The importance of personality traits in stress and coping processes has been confirmed in many studies (Bolger, 
1990; Borger & Zuckerman, 1995; Ferguson, 2001; Vollrath, 2001). The Big Five is the currently most accepted 
model for describing personality; it consists of five global factors (Neuroticism, Extraversion, Openness to 
Experience, Agreeableness, and Conscientiousness), which comprise six facets or specific factors each (Costa & 
McCrae, 1992). The influence of personality can be observed in a continuum going from the selection and/or 
modeling of situations producing stress, to the choice of the type of coping or interpretation of stressing situations 
(see Wollrath, 2001). 
Bolger and Zuckerman (1995) suggest a script to help systematize the study of the relationships between the 
stress processes and the coping strategies with personality dimensions. These authors consider that personality may 
affect to the stress process in three ways: (1) in the exposure to the stressor, (2) in the reactivity to the stressor, or (3) 
in both. Likewise, the personality may affect the reactivity to the stressor influencing the choice of the coping 
method, the degree of effectiveness of the chosen coping strategy, or both. 
The process of coping is the most relevant aspect in stress research and, according to the transactional model, 
consists in the efforts made to manage the stressful situation so that it becomes less stressful (Lazarus & Folkman, 
1984). There have been different approaches to assess the coping. Lazarus’ group proposed “problem- and emotion-
focused coping” dichotomy; Endler and Parker (1990) added to this dichotomy the “escape-avoidance” coping; 
McCrae and Costa (1986) suggested another dichotomy: "neurotic coping", as opposed to "mature coping"; and 
finally, Carver, Scheier & Weintraub (1989) proposed the COPE questionnaire, whose original version consists of 
14 first order factors. There exist more proposals of assessing coping and, in recent years, some doubts have arisen 
about the construct validity of the coping styles in the way they are assessed by the above mentioned approaches 
(i.e. dispositional coping). It is thought that these coping styles actually are overlapped with the personality 
dimensions, and, therefore, the personality variables and the coping dispositions should not be treated separately but 
forming trait complexes. In this way, each coping style or strategy would be part of a global personality trait 
(Ferguson, 2001; Pelechano, 2000). 
The goals of this study are: (1) to study the relationships among some dispositional coping styles and stable and 
global personality dimensions, anxiety and depression; (2) to analyze the coping styles most used by participants 
separately by gender; and (3) to study the influence of global traits (the Big Five) and some specific traits (locus of 
control and self-esteem) on the frequency of use of the different dispositional coping styles, both in men and in 
women separately. 
 
2. Method 
Participants 
The sample was comprised of 274 participants (43% male) with an age range of 17 to 62 years old (M = 
29.8; SD = 11.7). In order to carry out comparisons, two groups of participants from the total of the sample were 
selected by taking 30% with the highest scores in personality traits, and 30% with the lowest scores in these 
variables.
Measures 
a) Coping Styles 
- Dispositional Coping Styles Questionnaire COPE (Carver et al., 1989). Scores of the 12 factor structure obtained 
through the application of the translation of this questionnaire to a Spanish sample (González-Leandro, Castillo, & 
Mesa, 2009) were used. 
- Coping Inventory for Stressful Situations – CISS (Endler & Parker, 1990), Spanish translation by Sánchez-Elvira 
(1997). It consists of three factors: Task-focused coping, Emotional-focused coping; and Avoidance.  
b) Personality and emotional disorders tests 
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- Revised NEO Personality Inventory (NEO PI-R): Spanish version of NEO-PI-R (Costa & McCrae, 1999). For this 
study the five global scores were used: Neuroticism, Extraversion, Openness to Experience, Agreeableness, and 
Conscientiousness. 
- Locus of Control Questionnaire (Rotter, 1966). It was used the Spanish translation by Pérez-García (1984). 
- Self-esteem Questionnaire (Rosenberg, 1965). 
- State-Trait Anxiety Inventory, STAI (Spielberger, Gorsuch & Lushene, 1971, 1994). 
- Beck Depression Inventory, BDI (Beck, Rush, Shaw & Emery, 1979, 1983). 
Procedure
All questionnaires were given to the participants together with the instruction to complete them in only one 
session. A 40% of the sample completed the questionnaires in a group session (in a classroom), and the rest of the 
sample filled in them at home and brought them back in a short period of time.
3. Results 
See Tables 1 to 5 
 
4. Conclusions and Discussion 
 
Relative to the first goal of this study the main results are the following (see Tables 1 and 2): 
A. Global Coping Styles (the CISS Questionnaire). 
The factors more correlated with coping styles are Neuroticism (N) that correlates positively with “Emotion-
Focused Coping” and with “Avoidance”, and negatively with “Task-Focused Coping”; and Conscientiousness (C) 
that correlates negatively with “Task-Focused Coping” and with “Emotion-Focused Coping”. The other three global 
personality factors Extraversion (E), Openness to Experience (O), and Agreeableness (A) show correlations with 
global coping styles lower than .30. 
Moreover, Trait Anxiety and Depression correlate positively with Emotion-Focused Coping and negatively with 
Self-esteem. 
B. Specific Coping Styles (The COPE Questionnaire) 
As in the previous case, N and C are the factors that correlate more highly with specific coping styles. N 
correlates positively with "Focus on and Venting of Emotions" and with "Behavioral Disengagement", and 
negatively with "Positive Reinterpretation and Growth with Active Coping". And C correlates positively with 
"Positive Reinterpretation and Growth with Active Coping" and negatively with "Behavioral Disengagement". 
Likewise, E, O, and A show low correlations with specific measures of coping; as it is the case of Trait anxiety, 
Depression, External Locus of Control, and Self-esteem. 
With regard to the four coping styles most used by participants, “Acceptance” does not correlates with the 
personality dimensions; “Planning” only shows a low positive correlation with C; and the others (“Positive 
Reinterpretation and Growth with Active Coping” and “Seeking Social Support for Instrumental or Emotional 
Reasons”) show low correlations with several personality dimensions. The latter results have been also found in 
other studies (Ferguson, 2001; Watson & Hubbard, 1996), and suggest that coping styles have their own entity that 
is different from the personality stable traits. With the aim of explaining the relationships between coping and 
personality, Costa, Somerfield, & McCrae (1996) propose a continuum based on the adaptation between the coping 
behavior and the personality dimensions; and Bolger (1990) considers the coping styles as personality processes. An 
alternative position would be to place each coping style in some point of a hierarchical continuum, according to its 
grade of consolidation, where the maximum grade would be the stable personality traits (Pelechano, 2000). In any 
case, to shed some light on these problems of construct validity, it would be necessary to carry out more specific 
studies aimed to properly operationalize the different dimensions of both coping and personality (Campbell & Fiske, 
1959). 
Relative to the second goal of this study (see Table 3), it was found that of all the global styles (factors of the 
CISS questionnaire) the Task-focused coping is the most frequently used, followed by Distraction-Escape, and 
Emotion-focused Coping, being the last two the most used by women. 
Among the specific coping styles (factors of the COPE questionnaire), the most used are the following: 
“Planning”, “Positive Reinterpretation and Growth with Active Coping”, “Seeking Social Support for Instrumental 
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or Emotional Reasons”, and “Acceptance”. The last one is more used by women. The less used styles are: 
“Behavioral Disengagement”, “Turning to Religion”, and “Denial”. The last one is more frequently used by men 
than by women. 
Regarding the third goal of this study (see Tables 4 and 5), it can be concluded that personality dimensions, at 
least in their extreme values, modulate the use of coping styles, and such modulation is different for men and 
women, being more marked in men. N is the personality dimension showing more influence in the choice of coping 
style. Thus, men with low scores in N choose more the “Positive Reinterpretation” coping style than men with high 
scores in N; and women with high scores in N choose more “Emotion-Focused Coping”, “Seeking Social Support 
for Instrumental or Emotional Reasons”, and “Avoidance” than women with low scores in N. This result was also 
found by Bolger and Zuckerman (1995) using another methodology. Finally, men with high scores in N use more 
than those with low scores in N “Turning to Religion” and “Denial” styles. 
C is another relevant dimension in modulating the choice of coping. Participants with high scores in C tend to 
choose more “Task-Focused Coping” and “Positive Reinterpretation” than participants scoring low in C, who 
choose more the “Emotion-Focused Coping”. These results converge with the findings of other studies (Costa et al. 
1996; Wollrath, 2001). 
In other works, there has been found a positive relationship between Extraversion and the “Avoidance” and 
“Seeking of Social Support...” styles (Watson & Hubbard, 1996), which has been found in this study as well. 
Women with high scores in E choose these styles more frequently than those scoring low in E. The Locus of Control 
has also more influence on women, that is, those who score low tend to choose more the “Positive Reinterpretation 
and Growth with Active Coping” and “Task-Focused Coping” than those who score high. Factors O and A have a 
modulator influence in some coping styles, but they are less relevant. Participants who score high in O choose more 
than those who score high the “Task-Focused Coping”. Furthermore, men scoring high in O and in A choose 
“Positive Reinterpretation and Growth with Active Coping” more than those scoring low. 
In order to understand better the relationship between coping styles and personality, it has been suggested to 
associate them with the Big Five. In this way, the interaction among the characteristics of the situation, the 
personality, and the coping process could be systematized and the prediction of specific situations would be more 
accurate (Wollrath, 2001). A similar proposal based on Eysenck’s personality traits and the COPE questionnaire is 
the one by Ferguson (2001) that can be applied in clinical psychology. 
The adequate operationalization of coping requires a systematic work considering both dispositional and 
procedural aspects and the use of a different methodology capable of catching the dynamic aspect of the coping 
process (Bolger, 1990; Bolger & Zuckerman, 1995). Thus, the coping could be placed in a hierarchical continuum of 
consolidation of the personal structure, where relationships with personality traits in different levels of consistency 
and stability would be considered (Pelechano, 1991, 2000). This exhaustive knowledge of the relationships between 
coping and personality could help to solve some clinical problems related to the search of efficacious coping 
strategies. 
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UTable 1 
Correlations among the factors of the NEO-PI-R Questionnaire (Big Five) and the dispositional coping 
styles (CISS Questionnaire and COPE Questionnaire) (N = 274). 
 
FACTORS OF THE CISS QUESTIONNAIRE 
  
Neuroticism Extraversion 
Openness 
to 
experience Agreableness Conciousness 
Task-focused coping -0.29** 0.29** -0.14* -0.18* -0.51** 
Emotional-focused coping 0.71** -0.17* -0.08 -0.12 -0.29** 
Avoidance 0.30** 0.23** 0.24** 0.11 0.14* 
FACTORS OF THE COPE QUESTIONNAIRE 
F-1. Seeking social support 
for instrumental or emotional 
reasons 
0.19** 0.24** 0.08 0.07 0.02 
F-2. Turning to religion 0.10 -0.10 -0.15* 0.12 0.09 
F-3. Positive reinterpretation 
and growth with active 
coping 
-0.37** 0.22 0.22 0.16* 0.34** 
F-4. Focus on and venting of 
emotions. 
0.38** 0.06 0.00 0.11 -0.03 
F-5. Suppression of 
competing activities with 
planning 
0.03 -0.07 -0.05 0.13 0.03 
F-6. Aceptance -0.06 0.07 0.08 0.10 0.02 
F-7. Mental disengagement 
with denial of the problem 
0.41** -0.01 0.08 -0.18** -0.32** 
F-8. Restraint and avoid 
coping 
0.03 0.10 -0.13* 0.08 0.13* 
F-9. Behavioral 
disengagement 
0.44** -0.21** -0.16* -0.14* -0.27** 
F-10. Denial 0.17** 0.12 -0.13 -0.20** -0.16* 
F-11. Planning 0.03 -0.15 0.14 -0.01 -0.20** 
F-12. Active coping with 
suppression of competing 
activities 
0.06 -0.01 0.01 0.04 -0.06 
Note: * = p   0.05; ** = p  0.01; *** = p  0.001. 
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UTable 2 
Correlation coefficients and significance level among dispositional coping styles (CISS 
Questionnaire and COPE Questionnaire) and external locus of control, self-esteem, trait 
anxiety, and depression. 
  
FACTORS OF THE CISS QUESTIONNAIRE 
  External 
locus of 
control 
Self-
esteem 
  
Trait 
Anxiety 
  
Depression 
Task-focused coping -0.17** 0.25** -0.28** -0.14* 
Emotional focused coping 0.15* -0.42** 0.59** 0.41** 
Avoidance -0.07 -0.06 0.23** 0.15* 
FACTORS OF THE COPE QUESTIONNAIRE 
F-1. Seeking social support for 
instrumental or emotional reasons 
-0.02 0.02 0.09 0.02 
F-2. Turning to religion -0.02 0.13* 0.20** 0.09 
F-3. Positive reinterpretation and growth 
with active coping 
-0.12 0.26** -0.26** -0.14* 
F-4. Focus on and venting of emotions. 0.02 -0.13* 0.29** 0.18** 
F-5. Suppression of competing activities 
with planning 
-0.06 -0.03 0.00 0.06 
F-6. Aceptance -0.05 0.00 -0.08 -0.06 
F-7. Mental disengagement with denial 
of the problem 
0.17** -0.19** 0.30** 0.21** 
F-8. Restraint and avoid coping -0.08 0.06 -0.03 0.04 
F-9. Behavioral disengagement 0.10 -0.36** 0.37** 0.32** 
F-10. Denial -0.00 0.20** 0.18** 0.17** 
F-11. Planning -0.02 0.01 0.00 0.06 
F-12. Active coping with suppression of 
competing activities 
0.03 -0.12* 0.06 -0.03 
Note: * = p   0.05; ** = p  0.01; *** = p  0.001. 
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UTable 3 
 Mean percentages of the use of coping styles, and the gender dominant for each style (N = 274). 
 In order to be able to compare the coping styles, raw scores were converted into percent scores. These
percentages were obtained separately for men and women. 
 
FACTORS OF THE CISS QUESTIONNAIRE % Mean Dominant 
Taks-focused coping 71,8810   
Emotional-focused coping 61,1994 Women 
Avoidance 54,1906 Women 
FACTORS OF THE COPE QUESTIONNAIRE % Mean Dominant 
F-11. Planning 76,5221   
F-3. Positive reinterpretation and growth with active coping 72,9573   
F-1. Seeking social support for instrumental or emotional reasons 67,5517 Women 
F-6. Aceptance 66,5509   
F-5. Suppression of competing activities with planning 60.8856   
F-4. Focus on and venting of emotions 60.7587 Women 
F-8. Restraint and avoid coping 60.5733   
F-7. Mental disengagement with denial of the problem 55,8052   
F-12. Active coping with suppression of competing activities 55,6273   
F-10. Denial 42,3454 Men 
F-2. Turning to the religion 37,8704   
F-9. Behavioral disengagement 37,2685   
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